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How to supervise a 


Supervising a research higher degree is 
the most advanced level of teaching in out- 
education system, it is certainly one of the 
most complex and problematic — as 
shown by the very high drop-out rate of 
students at this level, it is also one of the 
least discussed, it is important for the 
staff as well as the students involved to 
share ideas and experiences, and get some 
discussion of principles going. 

This essay is an attempt to think 
systematically about, the process and its 
problems, in the light of my own ex¬ 
perience as supervisor and examiner, and 
colleague of others going through the pro¬ 
cess, it is focused on the pure-research 
PhD, though i think the principles apply 
(with differences of scale) to research 
Masters and to the research component in 
coursework-plus-thcsis gr ad u at e 
programmes. 

!. The nature of the task 

There is a mystique about the PhD 
which can be damaging. Many students 
think it has to be a flawless piece of 
research, the definitive statement on its 
topic. On their side, many staff don’t see 
supervision as teaching. The research 
degree gets caught up in the idea of 
‘research’ itself, and the student is sup¬ 
posed to absorb the necessary know-how 
by a sort of intellectual osmosis between 
great minds. 

On both counts there is need for some 
de-inythologising. The PhD is not meant 
to be flawless and definitive. It is a 
research training. It is a ‘master-piece’ in 
the old guild sense of the carefully-done 
job which shows that an apprentice is now 
qualified to practice this trade. PhD 
theses always have limited scope, are 
never definitive, and always have errors 
and mis-judgments. If examiners did not 
recognise this, no thesis would ever be 
passed. The point is not to produce 
perfect research, but to produce research 
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that is adequate, in quality and amount, 
to justify the award of a doctorate. 

At the same time, the PhD is likely to 
be the most concentrated single piece of 
work in a lifetime. It represents a tremen¬ 
dous commitment of time, energy and 
emotion. For many students it is also the 
first experience of large-scale research. In 
both these ways the relationship with a 
supervisor is different from that between 
two academic colleagues working on 
related research projects. It has to be seen 
as a form of teaching. Like other forms, it 
raises questions about curriculum, 
method, teacher/student interaction, and 
ed ucation a! en v i ron men t. 

One of my main arguments is that this 
is a genuinely complex teaching task. It 
requires a substantial commitment of time 
and energy. It involves grappling with a 
considerable range of problems, from 
technicalities of research design to the 
morale — and sometimes health — of the 
student. And it never stands still, as the 
character of the relationship changes 
markedly over the years of a candidature. 

This complexity is not often enough 
acknowledged. Some university depart¬ 
ments, for instance, happily accept the 
EFTS/WSU dividend from higher degree 
enrolments, but do not schedule time for 
supervision when calculating individual 
staff members’ teaching loads. In effect, 
staff are expected to do it as a sideline in 
their own research time. This is one of the 
pressures behind the scrappy and casual 
supervision that many higher degree can¬ 
didates complain of. 

Higher degree students often feel 
isolated, sometimes extremely isolated. 
This is fed by another part of the mysti¬ 
que, which makes the PhD out to be a 
completely individual effort, a lonely 
testing time in which you stand or fall by 
your own merits and nothing else. I 
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suspect this belief does a lot to rationalise 
thin supervision and a high drop-out rate. 

Of course it is true that just one person 
is the candidate. But the situation is not as 
individualistic as it looks; nor is the super¬ 
vision relationship simply a one-to-one af¬ 
fair. How much time a supervisor gives 
partly depends on what resources the 
department or school allocates to super¬ 
vision. Other staff may be drawn in for 
technical advice, to take over supervision, 
in negotiations with Higher Degrees Com¬ 
mittees, in the process of examination, 
and so on. Other graduate students can be 
a very important resource. A good net¬ 
work among students will provide a 
forum for discussing the project, personal 
support and encouragement, information 
about how to handle the University, and 
so on. Students should be encouraged tc 
give this support as well as get it. 

More generally, the individualism of 
academic language greatly underplays the 
extent to which the production of know¬ 
ledge is a social process. Universities 
aren’t located somewhere out in deep 
space. The problems intellectuals work on 
grow out of the society they live in 
(including its encounters with the natural 
world). The resources they have for work¬ 
ing on those problems are socially pro¬ 
duced. And often the solutions are 
implicit in, or at least related to, the 
actions of people outside the academy 
who encounter the problems in a practical 
form. For students to withdraw totally 
from the ‘outside world’ under the pres¬ 
sures of the PhD — which are real enough 
— is dangerous. Part of the supervisor’s 
job is to keep these larger connections in 
view, and help the student keep connected 
to the rest of the world. 

2, Moments of the project 

PhD projects lake many different 
shapes, and one of the problems of being 
a supervisor is that each one has to be 


worked out separately. It seems as if one 
is always starting from scratch. And the 
students usually have little idea of what is 
in store for them. 

There is a good reason for this. A 
creative research project (as opposed to a 
research exercise following well-estab¬ 
lished methods) involves a dialectic — an 
argument between the general conception 
and particular investigations, a back-and- 
forth between data and theory, between 
formulation and critique. This dialectic 
has to follow its own logic. If we knew its 
course in advance, the research would be 
not worth doing. A good research project 
opens new questions up as much as it 
answers questions already posed. 

So there can be no formula for PhD 
supervision, no fixed course of events. 
The ‘curriculum’ cannot be planned in the 
way it is for undergraduate courses. At 
the same time, there are ‘moments’ in the 
dialectic that are common to most 
research projects. And the higher degree 
framework imposes some tasks that 
always have to be done. It is often very 
useful to students to be told that such- 
and-such a development can be expected. 
Accordingly, this section is a commentary 
on the ‘moments’ and tasks that will 
generally be encountered in supervising a 
doctoral candidate. They are not neces¬ 
sarily distinct stages, though some pro¬ 
jects will sort themselves out neatly into 
stages. 

Defining the topic 

Deciding what the research is to be 
about can take a surprising amount of 
time. Often it takes the first year of can¬ 
didature; sometimes re-definition goes on 
right through the project. It can be very- 
disconcerting for students who, after six 
months’ reading in all directions, feel they 
have got nowhere and are wasting their 
time and the public’s money. For them it 
is important for the supervisor to say that 
the process does take time, and it is better 
to get it right than to settle early on a false 
trail. Some other students arrive in the 
PhD with a cut-and-dried plan from the 
start. (The North American custom of re¬ 
quiring a detailed ‘thesis proposal’ en¬ 
courages this.) It is quite likely to be a 
replay of their BA Honours thesis, on a 
larger scale, i always advise against that; 
and would try to hold back such students, 
asking them to read more widely and 
think about other problems. 

The supervisor’s job in this process is to 
be a sounding-board for ideas, and a 
fountain of suggestions for wide reading. 

It is more important to encourage ‘diver¬ 
gent thinking’ than to be critical. After a 
time it may be necessary to push the pro¬ 
cess towards closure, to say that a choice 
has to be made. Many students, however, 
move on automatically. 



Some theses have a very formal 
method; others (e.g. archival research) 
mainly involve following one’s nose; but 
all require decisions about what is to be 
done and how to set about it. I think it is 
always useful to formalize this by making 
a written plan of campaign and some 
estimates of time. 

Having a plan written down gives some 
sense of achievement — progress regis¬ 
tered — and helps student and supervisor 
check progress later on. Some students at 
this point start to write a chapter outline, 
i.e. a plan of the thesis. This is a mistake, 
liable to close off what may later prove 
the most fruitful lines of enquiry. What is 
needed is a plan of the research. For in¬ 
stance, what archives will be scanned, 
what debates in the literature will be dis¬ 
sected, what interviews will be done and 
how they will be analyzed. This plan 
should be open to change as the research 
advances, by agreement between student 
and supervisor. 

Estimating the time for each step is 
important for two reasons. First, to get 
the scale of the whole project right. A lot 
of students bite off too much, and if they 
are not firmly told it is too much will later 
find the project impossible to complete. 
Second, to create some markers along the 
way so that the job actually does get 
finished. If some part of the work is tak¬ 
ing much longer than originally 
estimated, then something needs to be 
scaled down. 

In the process of design, all of the 
supervisor’s technical knowledge comes 
into play. Here criticism is important. The 
design of the student’s research should be 
as good as the supervisor knows how to 
make it, within the limits of time and 
resources that the higher degree frame¬ 
work fixes. Simple things, like lending a 
book on technique, or finding a com¬ 
parable study in your card files, can be 
very helpful to students planning their 
first large-scale project. 

Gathering material 

In an empirical thesis this is likely to be 
the high point for the student, who has at 
last got out to the field, into the lab, onto 
the computer, into the archives. Less so 
for the supervisor, who is not likely to be 
enthralled by fifty hours of interviews on 
the same topic, or twenty slightly dif¬ 
ferent experimental manipulations, or a 
hundred equally boring bureaucratic files. 
Nevertheless (he supervisor should keep in 
touch, even if it is a matter of listening to 
tales of fieldwork heard twenty times 
before. 

Merely looking at a sample of the raw 
material as it comes in — hearing a few 
(apes, looking at transcribed or original 




’ll!) 


R.W. Connell 

Sociology 

M acq ua rie U n i vers i t v 


documents — gives a much better fed for 
the problems that are bound to come up 
in the following analysis. It might be 
important to catch mistakes in the way 
data are being recorded (do cards always 
have source details so they can be checked 
later?, etc). It is always good for a field 
researcher to be able to talk over the trials 
and tribulations with someone who has a 
close understanding of what they’re trying 
to do. And just occasionally there will be 
a fieldwork disaster — a key organisation 
that refuses access, a key piece of equip¬ 
ment that breaks down, or whatever — 
which can be shattering for the student 
and needs prompt action by the super¬ 
visor to keep the project afloat. 

Writing up 

In my experience the analysis of the 
material, planning the actual thesis and 
writing of a first draft is usually the 
hardest part ol a PhD, for both student 
and supervisor. Coming straight after the 
emotional high (in fieldwork studies), 
there is likely to be a trough anyway. Giv¬ 
ing a clear account of a complex project 
and its results is a difficult task simply as 
a matter of writing technique; and for 
most higher degree students this is the 
first time they have tried to write anything 
on such a scale. It always takes longer 
than students expect, sometimes much 
longer. 1 generally warn people that in my 
own research the analysis and writing-up 
takes about three times as long as the 
fieldwork. 

It is easy to get bogged clown in the 
details, and some PhD theses (my own in¬ 
cluded) suffer because the candidate tried 
to put everything in. On the other hand 
the supervisor has to make sure sig¬ 
nificant detail doesn’t get left out as a 
result of over-formalization, it is often 
helpful to lend students books which are 
good examples of scientific writing, clear 
English prose, vivid accounts of field¬ 
work, etc, even on topics quite remote 
from their thesis. 

There is often tremendous anxiety 
about writing. Many students feel them¬ 
selves on trial as soon as they put pen to 
paper (or finger to word-processor), and 
think that anything they show the super¬ 
visor must be polished to a high gloss. 
Here the supervisor has to take the in¬ 
itiative, and make it clear that the 
roughest of rough working, the most 
meagre of fragments, is welcome in order 
to give feedback and keep the production 
line moving. It may be useful to start the 
process of writing very early in the candi¬ 
dature, even before data collection. I have 
known students whose projects worked 
like this from the start, and worked very 
well. As one remarked, in response to the 
first draft of this paper: 

/ now think of thesis writing as a cons- 
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tant dialectic of thinking/writing/think¬ 
ing/writing rather than a long period of 
thinking followed by a period of writing. 


The first draft completed, everyone 
heaves a great sigh of relief; but there is 
still work to be done. At this point the 
supervisor has to start looking at it from 
the examiner’s angle, checking that the 
design is clearly explained, the data fully 
displayed, the implications fully stated, 
and so on. There may be a lot of cutting- 
and-pofishing to be done to convert a 
rambling first draft into a clear statement 
to the outside world. There may even be 
some further sections to be written, 
though the supervisor should sternly resist 
the panic desire to collect more data that 
seizes some students after a full first draft 
is written. Finally there are technicalities 
to be checked: accurate and complete 
referencing, careful proofing of the type¬ 
script (texts laden with typists’ mis¬ 
spellings and misprints are highly annoy¬ 
ing to examiners), and meeting the formal 
specifications laid down in the univer¬ 
sity’s PhD regulations. The candidate has 
to do this w-ork, but the supervisor needs 
to say what has to be done and watch it 
with a beady eye. 


The supervisor is normally responsible 
for proposing the list of examiners. This is 
best done in consultation with the student 
and other staff of the department, so 
there is a general feeling that a good pane! 
has been chosen. Some students get very 
twitchy about this, hearing horror stories 
of hostile examiners rejecting perfectly 
good theses. Yet it is a mistake to pick ex¬ 
aminers for their supposed sympathy to 
the student’s point of view: it is bad for 
the degree’s reputation, and anyway does 
not guarantee the result. I would certainly 
never pick as an examiner someone who is 
known to be hostile to the student’s 
methods or perspectives. That exception 
generally leaves a fair field to choose 
from. The criteria 1 generally propose are 
that the examiners (a) should be people 
known in the field, so the examination 
will carry weight; (b) should be people 
whose criticism of the thesis should be 
valuable to the student, worth learning 
from; and (c) should be people whose 
knowledge of the work might be useful 
later to the student or the department 
(e.g. in getting the study known in the 
academic world, having a referee or a 
contact overseas, etc). 

When the reports come in there may be 
more to do. If the examiners arc 
unanimous and favourable, everything is 
sweet; but often they are not. If the thesis 
is acceptable with minor revisions — ‘to 
the satisfaction of the Head of the School’ 
is Macquarie’s phrase — my advice is not 
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to quibble, and have them done quickly. 
If there is total contradiction between the 
examiners, the university is in a difficult 
position and It may be necessary to ap¬ 
point a new examiner; the supervisor will 
have to suggest who. 

If more than one examiner is talking 
about a major rewrite, and there is a fair 
measure of ■ agreement between their 
criticisms, the higher degrees committee 
will certainly insist on a rewrite. The 
supervisor’s shortest path to getting the 
thesis accepted is likely to be to agree with 
the requirement and get a clear specifica¬ 
tion of what the rewrite is to consist of. 
Since different examiners will always em¬ 
phasise different points, the student may 
well be confused about what line to 
follow, as well as upset by what seems a 
rejection of the work. It is the super¬ 
visor’s business to get what is being re¬ 
quired clear, and on paper too. From then 
on the main task may be to keep the revi¬ 
sion focused on these points, so that the 
student is not undertaking a whole new 
thesis, and the job is done in the shortest 
time. 

Dissemination 

I count this as part of the job though it 
is not formally anything to do with the 
degree. If the thesis is a worthwhile ‘con¬ 
tribution to knowledge’, as most PhD 
regulations specify, then the contribution 
ought to be published. The supervisor is 
in the best position to give advice on how 
to do this. In some cases the thesis can be 
converted into a book; and if so, some ad¬ 
vice may be wanted on what publisher to 
approach, and how to set about the con¬ 
version, most theses being unpublishable 
as they stand. In other cases the work, or 
parts of it, can be converted into papers; 
the supervisor can help with advice on 
what conferences to present them at, what 
journals to submit them to. If the new 
graduate is unemployed, the supervisor 
might reasonably steal a bit of the univer¬ 
sity’s resources and get a paper or two 
typed and copied. (It is, after all, to the 
university’s advantage to have its 
graduates’ work known.) 

3. The ‘supervising’ 
relationship 

The commonest complaint of PhD 
students is that they never get to talk to 
their supervisors. The commonest com¬ 
plaint of supervisors is that their PhD 
students never come to talk to them. 

1 think it is up to the supervisor to 
bridge the gap. It is not good enough to 
say ‘Come in and see me any time you 
need to’. A lot of students won’t. They 
know the supervisor is a busy person (we 
usually are, and show it) and the current 
difficulty seems relatively trivial. Or there 
seems to be nothing new to report. Or 


there is too much to report, and it’s bad, 
all errors, doubts, and back-tracking. Or 
the student is embarrassed to show half- 
baked plans or rough-draft writing. Or 
the student is having an existential crisis 
and so hasn’t done any work. 

To all these problems there is one 
answer: the supervisor ought to know 
what’s going on, and often can help. The 
only way to make sure it happens is to 
schedule regular meetings. My depart¬ 
ment allocates an hour of face-to-face 
teaching per full-time research student per 
fortnight, as part of our workloads equa¬ 
tion. I write those hours into my teaching 
timetable during term, and ask students to 
come at a regular time. The point is to 
reverse the pattern where students consult 
the supervisor if they feel up to it; and in¬ 
stead hold a supervisory session unless 
there is a clear reason not to. 

There are rhythms in a PhD, as in all 
research. Sometimes a student may need 
more time than usual — a crisis in the 
field, a rush to meet a deadline. There will 
be times when less will do — if writing-up 
is going well it may be better to wait till a 
chapter is finished. The important thing is 
never to let matters drift, to lose contact 
without reason for it. 

Much of the time the content of the ses¬ 
sions is straightforwardly defined — it’s a 
matter of discussing current developments 
in the work. Sometimes the student comes 
in and says there is no progress to discuss. 
This may be so; it may also be a pointer 
to problems that still need to be arti¬ 
culated. i would also argue that at no 
stage should discussions be all narrowly 
focused. There is a place for freewheeling, 
brainstorming, and conversation about 
intellectual things in general. 

The supervisor needs to know some 
basic facts about the student’s personal 
life. Not in order to start amateur therapy 
sessions, but to know what to do if there 
is a crisis, or a need to apply for a suspen¬ 
sion of candidature, a scholarship renewal 
or an extension of time. The supervisor 
should know where to refer the student in 
several contingencies: medical problems 
(e.g. the university’s student health ser¬ 
vice); emotional crisis (e.g. a university 
counselling service); financial trouble 
(e.g. a student loan scheme). Academic 
troubles are the supervisor’s very own. 

At each supervision session 1 make 
brief notes — sometimes only a few lines, 
sometimes a couple of paragraphs — on 
what topics we have discussed, what prob¬ 
lems have come up, and what decisions 
have been jointly made. I note in detail 
such things as time estimates and chapter 
outlines; also illnesses or other events with 
a bearing on rate of progress. I keep this 
diary of the supervision in a separate file 
for each student. (It is entirely distinct 
from the university’s official file.) Such a 


diary is useful in a number of ways. Most 
obviously it is a reminder of where things 
are up to and what remains to be done, if 
1 have to hand over the supervision to 
another member of staff, they also have a 
summary of how the work has evolved. If 
I have to support an application for an ex¬ 
tension of time, suspension of candi¬ 
dature, or whatever, the reasons and dates 
are usually there in the notes. 

Most students have very limited know¬ 
ledge of how the university’s machinery 
works. The supervisor may be able to 
short-circuit problems that would take the 
student a lot of time and trouble: finding 
research money, getting access to equip¬ 
ment and transport, getting a subsidy to 
go to a conference, finding space to work 
in and furniture to put it in, and so forth. 

It is also the supervisor’s business to 
keep an eye on formal ‘progress’: how the 
work is going in relation to minimum and 
maximum times of completion; whether 
the student should be registered full-time 
or part-time; whether there should be a 
suspension of candidature for a period; 
whether an extension of time will be need¬ 
ed, and if so for how long. It is worth get¬ 
ting to know the formal regulations 
governing higher degree work; and also 
getting to know those people in the 
university administration who handle 
higher degree matters. 

In higher degrees, as in other forms of 
teaching, the personal relationship 
between teacher and student is important. 
There is inevitably an emotional dimen¬ 
sion to this. Over the years of a PhD the 
two people become involved with each 
other, for better or for worse. The super¬ 
visor can make a powerful contribution to 
the success of the project if this emotional 
relationship can be made constructive and 
supportive. Students will, of course, draw 
support from other people — spouses and 
lovers, parents and children, etc; but there 
are some things the supervisor is best plac¬ 
ed to do. 

There will be times when the student 
feels intellectually lost, e.g. when having 
trouble crystallizing the topic. The super¬ 
visor is best able to help find a focus. 
There will be times when the student feels 
the whole thing is a waste of time, the 
design is bad, the problem frivolous or 
hopelessly ambitious. The supervisor is 
best placed to show what the value of the 
research really is. There will be times 
when the student feels the task has 
become endless, especially when writing- 
up; that to do it properly will take the rest 
of a lifetime, that the flaws are huge, and 
years more are needed to repair them. The 
supervisor can put the PhD in perspective, 
show how to put limits on the job; leaf 
back to the time estimates, and chart a 
clear way to the end. 

Often the best support is simply to 


lend an ear. And often the best advice is 
to say No, the student isn’t going mad; 
most people have this kind of problem 
during a PhD, and some have survived it. 

Criticism and intellectual 
growth 

At the core of the project is an intel¬ 
lectual relationship between student and 
supervisor. If this relationship works well, 
the result is not just that the student learns 
particular ideas or techniques from the 
supervisor, (indeed that need not happen 
at all — 1 can think of several theses 
where 1 contributed little technically.) 
There can be a shared intellectual 
development in which both parties gain 
some new perspectives and the result of 
their joint labor is some public gain in 
knowledge. 

To say ‘shared’ is not to imply that the 
two parties make the same kind of con¬ 
tribution. The framework of a higher 
degree generally prevents that. Nor is it to 
imply that the intellectual collaboration is 
easy. It has its problems, many of which 
come to a head in the issue of criticism. 

The supervisor has to be at different 
times both a supporter and a critic of the 
student’s work, and sometimes the two 
together. A balance is not easy to strike; 
and at times like the writing of the first 
draft it can be acutely difficult. Sharp 
criticism can be very discouraging at a 
stage when many students feel more or 
less suicidal anyway. Yet to hold back any 
valid criticism is to do less than justice to 
the student, and may damage the chances 
of the thesis getting through. 

What is most to be avoided is destruc¬ 
tive criticism, such as an attack on the stu¬ 
dent’s framework of thought, and an at¬ 
tempt to substitute the supervisor’s point 
of view. Helping the student critically 
develop the framework will mean a better 
relationship in the short term, and in the 
long term its weaknesses should show up 
of their own accord. 

Criticism is also more likely to be well 
received (and constructively used) if it is 
clearly made in the context of respect and 
interest. For instance it is only fair to read 
drafts reasonably promptly. Few things 
are more discouraging for a student than 
waiting for weeks or months wondering 
when a supervisor will get around to their 
latest piece of writing. In commenting on 
drafts and plans, it is also worth saying 
explicitly what is good about them as well 
as what is wrong. Giving the student a 
sense of the achievement accumulating in 
the drafts is well worth the extra expense 
of ink. 

References and sponsorship 

A supervisor almost automatically 
becomes the candidate’s referee for jobs, 


fellowships, and so forth, during the 
candidature and for some time after. If 
the supervisor is not named as a referee, 
selection committees will wonder why. 
The basis of a confidential reference will, 
of course, be one’s opinion of the 
research and the writing (backed, if pos¬ 
sible, by the sense of the examiners’ 
reports). But as the post applied for will 
rarely be in exactly the field of the thesis, 
it also matters to be able to say something 
about other topics — another reason for 
not confining supervision sessions to 
technical matters. The academic world 
would be hideous if every academic spon¬ 
sored in-house students like feudal re¬ 
tainers, to the exclusion of all others. A 
student should still be able to expect a 
supervisor to offer support, within 
reason, for several years. 

4. Final thoughts 

All this sounds like a lot of trouble, and 
sometimes it is. As 1 said earlier, PhDs are 
very different, and so are supervisions. 
Some go smoothly and easily, some are 
difficult, some break down altogether. 

There are limits to what a supervisor 
can do, and therefore limits to the respon¬ 
sibility one should feel for the outcome. 
Ultimately it is the student’s respon¬ 
sibility, and at a certain point the super¬ 
visor has to let go — hard as that may be. 
The student has to do the work, and take 
a reasonable initiative in planning the pro¬ 
ject and seeing it through. The supervisor 
can never substitute for the student 
(though careful supervision may save the 
student a lot of time and energy). 

Supervisors also have rights, and com¬ 
peting obligations: other students, their 
own research, undergraduate courses, 
administration, and even a few shreds of 
life outside the department. These deter¬ 
mine how quickly one can read drafts, 
and how much time one can give to devis¬ 
ing bibliographies or reading new liter¬ 
ature to keep up with the student. Super¬ 
visors have to draw lines to protect them¬ 
selves as well as to give the student space 
to work independently. 

Within those limits, the job can be very 
demanding and very rewarding. 1 have 
had some disasters, but I have also learnt 
an immense amount from the graduate 
students l have worked with. And there 
are few moments in teaching like the time, 
maybe four or six years after the project 
began, when a doctorate is finally 
through. 



I have drawn freely on suggestions 
from Meredith Burgmann, Bill Connell, 
Caro! O’Donnell and Sheila Shaver; to 
them much thanks, and to Hilary Lewis 
and Val Bennett for the typing. 
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